

Strategic employee development involves proactively investing in employee’s growth to align their skills with organisational goals and long-term success (Chartered Management Institute, 2020). When employees feel valued and supported in their career progression, motivation and satisfaction increase (London, 2021), enhancing productivity and promoting innovation. This development increases performance and profitability. Organisations that strategically invest in their workforce report 11% higher profitability and twice the employee retention rates (O’Keefe, 2020). By aligning development with business goals, companies gain a competitive edge, strengthening their internal capabilities while meeting external demands. Therefore, this essay will examine leadership theories including Maslow's hierarchy of demands and McGregor's theory X and Y, as well as development strategies like SMART goals and facilitated learning. This essay will also examine the impact of technology on development, highlighting issues like the digital divide and the significance of leadership theories, such as servant and democratic leadership.






According to Matsuo (2021), companies must invest in employee development as it increases productivity and performance, resulting in skilled employees and attracting other proficient professionals. This supports employee needs and adaptability to industry changes and new markets, while enhancing business performance and strengthening leadership values (Matsuo, 2021). Research suggests that when leaders fail to invest in development, productivity reduces as employees lack essential skills, leading to low morale, frustration, and feelings of being undervalued (Cube HR, 2024). This negatively affects performance and contributes to an unprofessional work environment (Cube HR, 2024). Additionally, a lack of leadership motivation can cause competitive disadvantages. Companies that do not invest in employee training often fall behind competitors, especially as industries evolve and technology advances (Cube HR, 2024). Employees who receive training are better equipped to adapt to these changes.

Two key strategies for employee development are SMART goals and facilitated training. SMART goals, created by George T. Doran in the 1980s, stand for specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-bound objectives. Doran aimed to address vague, ineffective management objectives that limited individuals and businesses (Gudova, 2025). SMART goals help employees prioritise tasks and align outcomes with business values, improving overall performance (Weintraub, Cassell and DePatie, 2021). These objectives also encourage initiative, enabling employees to apply their developed skills effectively. Facilitated training, promoted by Carl Rogers through the humanistic theory of "facilitated learning," highlights the learner's active role. In the organisation, facilitators guide rather than order, creating a supportive environment for self-directed growth (Gudova, 2025). This method encourages engagement and productivity. Studies show that both SMART goals and facilitated training enhance employee engagement, which improves motivation, skill development, and overall organisational performance (Schulman, 2024). Leaders who focus on objective setting tend to be more effective than those who emphasise single task completion alone (Schulman, 2024).

Leaders can motivate employee performance utilising Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and McGregor’s Theory X, and Y. Maslow identifies five motivational levels: physiological, safety, social belonging, esteem, and self-actualisation. Effective leaders first ensure basic needs, namely fair pay and job security are met before promoting recognition and growth (Ihensekien and Joel, 2023, p. 38). Supporting development helps employees reach self-actualisation and perform better. However, Maslow’s model may lack universal relevance, as motivation is not always linear and personal goals vary (Ihensekien and Joel, 2023, p. 41).



McGregor’s theory establishes leadership styles as follows: Theory Y views employees as initiative-taking and capable of autonomy, while Theory X views them as needing close supervision. Empowering leaders who follow Theory Y principles often see stronger performance, though some situations may require Theory X’s structure and personal guidance (Bushi, 2021, p. 10). Both models offer valuable insights, but their effectiveness depends on workplace dynamics. Leaders must understand what drives individuals, be it preference, expected outcomes, or job satisfaction (Bushi, 2021, p. 12).

Two key models are insightful when managing employees, but more importantly, for leaders’ self-reflection and development. One is Beddoes-Jones’ three pillars of authentic leadership: integrity, insight, and emotional intelligence. These traits incorporate self-awareness, fairness, transparency, and disciplined self-regulation (Roache, 2023, p. 454). This model helps leaders assess their strengths and weaknesses using mindfulness, understanding others' perceptions, showing empathy, and recognising how thoughts and feelings influence behaviour. It encourages leaders to express values, acknowledge limitations, and build a stable sense of self, supported through interactions with others (Roache, 2023, p. 454). Research shows leaders often fail due to lacking self-awareness, self-regulation, and moral grounding.

Next is the four Ps of leadership: people, purpose, passion, and performance. Similarly to the three pillars model, Day (2014) explains that people leadership creates a positive work environment through motivation, strong relationships, and teamwork. Leaders can inspire employees to embrace change and offer original ideas. Professional leadership sets high standards and ensures ethical decision-making and accountability (Day, 2014). Together, these elements raise productivity, job satisfaction, and engagement, while making employees feel valued and supported. However, the model has limitations. In complex organisational structures or crisis situations, it can be rigid (Day, 2014). Overemphasising pioneering leadership may create unrealistic expectations for constant innovation, while too much focus on people leadership can make enforcing discipline difficult.
On the other hand, effective leadership styles include servant, transformational, and democratic leadership (Den et al., p. 32). Robert Greenleaf (1970) introduced servant leadership, which prioritises employees’ growth and well-being. By mentoring and supporting staff, leaders build trust and help individuals reach their potential, strengthening organisational culture (Deng et al., pp. 628, 635). However, critics contend it may lower productivity, as employees might grow reliant on guidance and lose motivation to improve independently. Bass (1985) advocated transformational leadership, where leaders use vision and innovation to inspire change, leading to flexibility, high performance, and competitive advantage (Khan et al., p. 2). It encourages initiative and skill development, seen in leaders like Jeff Bezos and Steve Jobs (Khan et al., p. 4). Yet, it can create unrealistic expectations, risking burnout. Democratic leadership values participation, collaboration, and shared decision making, enhancing motivation and teamwork, especially in knowledge-driven sectors (Kane and Patapan, p. 4). However, leaders who claim to be the people's "abject servants” run the risk of being accused of being merely "poll followers" or of submitting to employees rather than upholding slight authority which is necessary to prevent this (Kane and Patapan, p. 7).

There can often be complexities when it comes to leading people, which can cause challenges amongst staff and affect the organisation’s development. However, this can range across different levels of leadership such as supervisory roles, entry-level, and senior management. Research finds that the most frequent leadership challenges, according to those in supervisory jobs who manage colleagues, are frustrations with people and time (Balakrishnan, et al., 2024). Since the pandemic began, this problem has worsened. Issues found include managing challenging workers, providing feedback, and cultivating communication methods to work more productively with a variety of individuals (Balakrishnan, et al., 2024). On the other hand, other often mentioned difficulties for front-line leaders include being more adept at active listening to comprehend others’ viewpoints, increasing flexibility, and becoming less reactive in the quest for an "ideal self” (Brown, 2020, p.122).

In comparison to entry-level leadership challenges, senior leaders often face restricted market growth and sales performance (competitive business edge). A resolution requiring individual leader development could include broadening product offerings, reaching a wider audience, shifting to a customer-focused approach, and improving sales alignment (Ferdman, Prime and Riggio, 2021). Research states that insufficient self-awareness is particularly difficult for senior leaders, especially understanding how others perceive them, their influence, confidence in staff, approachability, and communication style when conveying difficult messages (Ferdman, Prime and Riggio, 2021, p.242). A common theme in these challenges is communication. Leaders across levels often struggle to approach situations that affect relationships with employees. Examples include expressing developmental needs, performance changes, their emotional intelligence, and how they verbally treat employees when expressing needs (Ferdman, Prime and Riggio, 2021, p.249).

There are ways to tackle leadership difficulties, starting with considering how leaders' actions affect business growth. Studies show that becoming familiar with people is important. Leaders can delegate projects to those with the necessary skills, encouraging their growth by teaching and allowing them to learn through new responsibilities (Leslie and Loignon, 2024). The purpose behind an activity gives it significance. Delegation can become purpose-driven leadership and a chance for personal development when aligned with the values and goals of the team or individual. Leaders should collaborate with direct reports to assess task completion and reward employees appropriately (Leslie and Loignon, 2024). Organisational citizenship behaviour (OCB) is influenced by leaders with strong emotional intelligence compared to those who lack it (Ahmed, Anarfo, & Anyigba, 2020). Emotional intelligence, defined as the ability to regulate emotions, significantly impacts OCB and employee engagement.

The role of technology can support leadership and development by providing tools that increase effectiveness. By promoting open communication, team participation in decision-making, digital platforms like Microsoft Teams and project management software support democratic leadership approaches (Zapata, Ibarra, & Blancher, 2024). These tools enable instant feedback, inclusive team dynamics, and ensure all perspectives are heard, regardless of location (Zapata, Ibarra, & Blancher, 2024). As a result, employee engagement increases when people feel appreciated and included in company operations. Data analytics can also be used to investigate employee progress over time and identify expertise gaps, helping executives make informed decisions about growth (Zapata, Ibarra, & Blancher, 2024).
However, the digital divide, or the gap in access to technology and digital literacy, remains a significant issue. Those in underdeveloped or isolated locations may lack reliable internet access or the technology needed for online training, limiting growth opportunities (Lythreatis, Singh and El-Kassar, 2022). Resistance to change, due to fear of obsolescence or a lack of expertise, is another common barrier (Lythreatis, Singh and El-Kassar, 2022).
There are also ethical issues, especially regarding data security and privacy. Sensitive employee information, such as learning habits, performance indicators, and personal preferences, is frequently gathered by AI-driven development platforms (Madanchian, 2024). To preserve confidence and comply with legal requirements, organisations should ensure this data is managed safely and ethically. For instance, without considering the worker's knowledge or context, an AI system may influence managerial decisions like workload distribution, promotion, or termination if it identifies an employee as underperforming or disengaged based on algorithmic predictions (Chatterjee, et al., 2022, p.66). Employees may feel more monitored and have less independence, which could reduce trust in the company and cause stress, worry, or low morale. Additionally, algorithmic bias, where algorithms unintentionally reinforce discrimination based on gender, colour, age, or other factors, can occur without adequate oversight, particularly if the training data is not diverse or ethically selected (Chatterjee, et al., 2022, p.68).






In summary, the significance of strategic employee development in improving leadership and employee effectiveness has been critically assessed in this essay. Research demonstrates that well-designed development initiatives, such as SMART goals, assisted learning, and emotionally intelligent leadership, increases motivation, creativity, and output. In addition to supporting organisational objectives, strategic investments in staff development provide a sustained competitive edge through increased innovation, flexibility, and retention. The practical implementation of customised leadership methods to diverse workplace dynamics is highlighted by leadership theories such as Maslow's hierarchy of needs, McGregor's Theory X and Y, and models like Beddoes-Jones' three pillars or the Four P’s. The delivery of development has been further revolutionised by technological integration, such as AI-driven platforms and digital collaboration tools, which have made learning more data-informed and accessible. Nevertheless, obstacles like the digital gap, opposition to change, and moral dilemmas about data protection need to be overseen carefully. When leaders strike a balance between strategic direction, empathy, and inclusivity, the most effective leadership styles; democratic, transformational, and servant leadership prove beneficial. A constant dedication to people, purpose, and moral technology use is necessary for the changing role of leadership in today’s environment. strategic growth is not only advantageous but also necessary to maintain high performance and organisational success.
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